The report by Iain Purchase and Maria Nedeva on their survey of attitudes to alternatives among individuals with responsibilities under the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986, published in this issue of ATLA, 1 provides a fascinating insight into the effectiveness of important aspects of what Government ministers, the Research Defence Society and others like to claim is "the toughest legislation of its type in the world". 2,3 The survey has significance far beyond its primary purpose, to investigate early changes brought about by the introduction of the Ethical Review Process (ERP). Indeed, its conclusions demand action by a number of stakeholders, including FRAME and the European Centre for the Validation of Alternative Methods (ECVAM), two organisations with which I have a close personal involvement.
procedures used, 74% said there has not been a change to a less sentient species, and 59% replied that there has not been a reduction in the number of animals used.
It is, of course, true that many of the respondents replied more positively to these questions. Nevertheless, overall, this could be said to represent a damning indictment of the effectiveness of "the toughest legislation of its type in the world". It is also a matter of perception (or of what one wants to believe), since, despite this pattern of responses, 84% of the NACWOs considered the approaches of their organisations to be excellent or good! There is worse to come. For example, when asked, "Do you have formal mechanisms in your laboratory/institution for discussing the application of alternatives?", more than 80% of Certificate Holders and NVSs answered "yes", but only 60% of Project Licence Holders and 40% of Personal Licensees did so.
Some further insight into these intriguing differences was provided by a further series of questions about the nature of these mechanisms. Thus, 75% of NVSs, but only 48% of Personal Licence Holders, agreed that "The Home Office Inspector is interested in alternatives". Similar differences were expressed concerning the degree of active involvement of senior staff, and others involved in animal experimentation, in the pursuit or promotion of alternatives.
There is clearly a problem here, since many Licensees (30%), especially Personal Licence Holders (33%), and even NVSs (41%), reported that it was not easy for them to obtain the latest information about alternatives. Curiously, despite this, 66% of Licensees and 69% of NVSs claimed that they do, in fact, keep up with the development of alternatives in scientific research. Keeping up to date mainly involved using libraries, databases and talking to colleagues, but, although only 49% of Licensees used FRAME or ECVAM as a source of information, 81% of the NVSs did use our services.
Both FRAME and ECVAM need to consider the implications of this aspect of the survey. FRAME produces ATLA, which is well known among those positively committed to the Three Rs as a concept and driving force. ATLA has a very respectable impact factor, and, arguably, contains much useful general information. However, its main articles are mostly about in vitro systems and toxicity testing, rather than about basic research. The journal is relatively inexpensive and has an impressively short turn-around time between the receipt of manuscripts and their publication. Nevertheless, research budgets are tight, and all practising scientists know how impossible it is to get their institutional libraries to subscribe to all the journals they need (let alone those others to which they would like to have ready access). Perhaps the Government and the Home Office should step in here. Under the banner of the ERP, a special price could be negotiated with FRAME, so that all premises licensed under the Act could receive ATLA.
ECVAM is mainly concerned with the replacement of animal testing through the development, validation and acceptance of scientifically advanced, non-animal tests and testing strategies. More than 50 ECVAM workshop and task force reports have been published in ATLA, some of which dealt broadly with Three Rs issues. One of ECVAM's duties is to establish and maintain a database on alternative methods. Parts of the ECVAM Scientific Information Service (SIS) are now available through the Internet, although I have to admit that the current ECVAM Web site is a disgrace. Its improvement is a matter of the highest priority. By contrast, FRAME's Web site, relaunched on 4 April 2001, is very good, and recently recorded its 20,000th visit. Of course, one doesn't know who these visitors were, though one might conclude from Purchase & Nedeva's survey that few of them would have been Personal Licence Holders under the 1986 Act! In closing, I repeat my appreciation of this survey. It will be very interesting to see the results of a similar survey conducted in a few years' time, when it will be possible to judge whether the ERP and other efforts will have brought about much-needed improvements in the effectiveness of the application of the 1986 Act. Meanwhile, there should be less complacency at the political and administrative levels, and in the research defence industry, better communication within laboratories and institutes where laboratory animals are used and the Three Rs should be being rigorously applied, and more and more-effective educational and supportive endeavours by organisations such as FRAME and ECVAM.
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